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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to review some of the major concepts and frameworks that comprise the self as well as research areas that attempt to examine the self in greater detail.  Specifically, this work will review the ways in which the female self may differ from the traditional (i.e., male-oriented) self and, in general, how women perceive themselves and are subsequently perceived by others through the medium of television.


Since both women and the medium of television shift, change and are redefined according to social norms, so too must media and social cognitive researchers respond with methods for analyzing and interpreting pertinent information about them.  Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to investigate how the female self concept is and continues to be developing in a social world which is part of an ever-widening culture.  

THE SELF CONCEPT

The role of the self in the study of social cognition demonstrates how the self and the knowledge of others contribute to one’s continuous development.  Heider (1958), an early founder of cognitive psychology, was concerned with the “balance” of cognitive structures.  When an imbalance is introduced, such as an environmental stimulus, then a tendency to resolve that imbalance will result.  According to Heider, the resolution of the imbalance is accomplished in one of two ways: moving away from the source of the balance or, if movement is not possible, a change in the cognitive structure, which is equivalent to the self.  Imbalance theory, then, could explain changes in one’s self concept.  Heider also addressed the question of self more directly in that he believed the self to be the result of social interactions.  He suggested that events in one’s life were attributed either to one’s own actions or to forces outside the self.  Therefore, it is clear that one must have knowledge of the self and others, as well as the ability to compare the self with others, to understand the self concept.


Inextricably bound to the self concept is self-esteem, the process by which one carries out an ongoing estimation of the self.  Self-esteem develops parallel to the emergency of self.  Traditionally, there are thought to be two types of self acquisition which simultaneously comprise the ego.  Early differentiation of the ego is thought to produce a concept of self as subject, where the self is perceived by the individual as distinct and autonomous from other social objects.  It has been thought that this concept of self as subject, or the “existential self,” cannot be measured (Lewis, 1979).  


The other concept of self arising parallel to the existential self has been termed the categorical self, an objective sense of self.  This particular type of self has been discussed by James as the “empirical self,” by Cooley as the “social self,” and by Mead as the “Me” (Lewis, 1979).  Mead’s concept of the “Me” is the perceived attitudes of others about oneself; in other words, our ideas of others’ idea of ourselves. 


Although frameworks for the self concept (which include the examination of the self as well as others) and self-esteem (examination of both the subjective and objective selves) have been introduced, it is important to note that obtaining, much less studying, self-esteem within the context of the self concept is a complex social process that includes variables such as self-image, stability of self concept, goal orientations, and ego strength – all of which are elements of both self-esteem and the self concept.  In fact, various self-esteem tests developed through the late 1980s dealt with single aspects of self-esteem such as physical self-image, the social concept (interpersonal relationship), and the self concept (cognitive assessment) (Steffenhagen & Burns, 1987).


To create a systematic framework for revealing the interrelations among the variety of aspects of the self, self-discrepancy theory proposed that different types of self-discrepancies represent different types of negative psychological situations that in turn are associated with different kinds of discomfort (Higgins, 1987).  A primary purpose of self-discrepancy theory is to predict which types of incompatible beliefs (activated by self-discrepancies) will induce various kinds of negative emotions (outcomes of self-discrepant beliefs).  Of course, one might expect that people would seek out relationships and situations that decrease the magnitude of their self-discrepancies by modifying their self concept, and that they would avoid relationships and situations that modify their self concept in a way that increases the magnitude of their self-discrepancies.  As shown later in this paper, the avoidance of relationships and situations that increase self-discrepancies, particularly for women, is not a simple matter.


While psychological perspectives on the self share a set of basic assumptions, social-cognitive models present an array of hypotheses varying in scope and specificity.  Near the end of the last century, social cognitive researchers identified at least four views shared by most investigators in the field.  One body of work views the self as a mediator between the environment and behavior (Gergen, 1971; Schlenker, 1985), while another recognizes the usefulness of information processing (via computer technology) to understand self functions and regulation (Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1984).  A third research area shared by both the psychology and social cognition communities is the concept of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986), which represents individuals’ ideas of what they might become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming, which provides a conceptual link between cognition and motivation.  A fourth research area deals with the manner in which the structures of the self system, including schemas and possible selves, create and perpetuate competence (Markus, Cross & Wurf, 1990).  

Obviously, competency cannot be achieved through envisioning alone.  A thorough understanding of the nature of abilities and an articulation of strategies for exercising them also are needed.  However, the importance of the individual’s representation of himself/herself approaching and realizing an outcome cannot be underestimated in the study of the fully actualized and competent self concept.
WOMEN’S SELF CONCEPT VS. TV’S IMAGES OF THEM

Self concept and self-esteem develop in a social world in which everyone is socialized.  It is evident that one sets goals that are consistent with those of his/her culture and fundamentally consistent with status positions created by his/her culture.  


By the end of the 20th century, there was a wide array of factors that contributed to low self concept and low self-esteem within, in particular, Western society’s framework, and these included status and competition – results of capitalism and industrialization.  Prevailing public opinion is produced by the dominating interests of the culture and exerts its influence largely through the mass media and, for several decades – albeit, to this day – the television medium remains one of the most influential and powerful socializing structures    


Under the pervasive influence of television and in terms of the female self concept, two persistent themes associated with social reality emerged: that the male is the prototype of humanity, the female being understood in relation to him, and second, that males represent the cognitive world (decision making), which is positively valued in this culture, and females represent the affective domain, which is valued less (Steffenhagen & Burns, 1987).  These themes helped form the basis for gender-role stereotyping and made it difficult for both the female and the male to develop a good self concept.  


Examples of gender-role stereotypes that were created and perpetuated by network television were that women exist domestically and are capable of housework only; that women were dependent upon the male and not capable of independent functioning; that women were sex objects; and that women were uninvolved in important decisions.  Stemple (1974) concluded that predominant advertising themes vary with each decade: mother/cook (1910), fashion plate (1920), cook/housecleaner (1930), beauty (1940), appliances (1950), food, clothing, beauty (1960).  By the mid-1970s, McArthur and Resko (1975) showed that women made 75 percent of the consumer purchases in this country, yet only 43 percent of them were represented in commercials.


To analyze gender role stereotyping in television programming, an important question to ask is whether viewing behavior relates to perceptions of women in real life, and whether real life perceptions are consistent with television perceptions of women.  In Gunter and Wober’s study (1982), beliefs about women being interested in careers, being interested in romance, being dependent on men when in trouble, and needing to be attractive to get along in life were each related to action-drama viewing for television and real life perceptions.  Their findings showed that heavy action-drama viewers perceived women on television as not interested in jobs and careers more than did light-action viewers and also believed that this is the way women are and should be in real life.  There was an inverse relationship between the amount of serious action-drama viewing and the belief that attractiveness was an essential feature for television women to get along in life, and that women relied heavily on their attractiveness to make progress in life.  Heavy action-drama viewers also tended to believe, more than did light viewers, that women should not be judged on looks alone.  Finally, heavy action-drama viewers perceived women as dependent on men in television serials or in real life less than did light viewers, and believed more that women should be self-reliant.

Problems with both meaning and interpretation also complicate real-life and television perceptions of women’s self concept.  A study by Tan (1979) illustrates the often implicit role of interpretation in effects research.  Tan showed 15 television advertisements for beauty products to adolescent females while a control group saw 15 advertisements unrelated to beauty themes.  The experimental group rated beauty as more important for ‘popularity with men’ and as slightly more ‘personally desirable’ than the control group.  In relation to this study, Sonia Livingstone (1990) commented that we need to know how viewers interpreted what they saw in the context of their own view concerning femininity and sexual attraction.  

It remains questionable whether content analyses, designed to measure quantifiable content, can satisfactorily reveal complex, connotative and ideological meanings imbedded within television’s vast and diverse programs, and the contribution of television regarding judgments of gender roles and self images will increasingly constitute challenges to social cognitive researchers.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES

Measuring the effects of television on women’s images is complex because it should include the study of programs, audiences, viewing patterns, and viewers’ perceptions of both televised and real-life images.  The increasing volume and diversity of these factors have caused problems in terms of meaningful and reliable research results.


For example, some researchers from the “cultivation theory school” believe that heavy viewers are more heavily exposed to stereotyped portrayals of women and men on television than are light viewers and, therefore, hold more stereotyped beliefs about women than the latter.  Yet Gunter (1986) believed that these findings must be treated with caution since heavy television viewing may not equate to heavy exposure to such content.  Furthermore, gender stereotyping is not always consistent in style across different types of programs.

Another problem found in the research concerns the definition of a gender-stereotyped belief.  Roles or characteristics deemed appropriate for men and women continue to be redefined by existing social norms which do not remain constant.  In terms of occupational roles, it may be relatively straightforward to distinguish between open-minded and narrow-minded replies.  However, in terms of questions about personality and character, it may be more problematic to make such a distinction.


A third issues deals with the use of the group interview or focus group discussion (Morgan, 1988).  The problem with this technique lies in the potential neglect of group dynamics, meaning that little critical awareness may be given to the interrelationships among participants when analyzing their discussion.  Thus, crucial phenomena which can radically restructure the group may be neglected, such as group norms or the adoption of group roles (Livingstone, 1990).  

From this limited examination of the literature, one can conclude that different types of programming may elicit more gender-stereotypical responses than others; that definitions of gender-related beliefs in pre-classified response items may inadvertently bias individual and overall findings; and that focus groups and group interviews have their limitations.  Obviously, as both women and television shift, change and redefine themselves according to social norms, so too must media and social cognitive researchers respond with methods for analyzing and interpreting pertinent information about them.

WHERE ARE WE NOW?

In 1987 – over 20 years ago – prime-time cable viewership increased 35 percent and the proportion of television households that owned recording equipment rose from 19 to 60 percent in one year.  By 1990, according to Faludi, Nielsen was reporting that the percentage of decline in female prime-time viewers was two to three times steeper than male’s (Faludi, 1991).  In addition and near that same timeframe, an analysis of 80 television series and 555 characters conducted by the National Commission on Working Women concluded that, with few exceptions, the image of women remained distorted (U.S. News & World Report, 1990).  The authors of the study reported a near total absence of Asians and Hispanics, and a preponderance of women working as secretaries and housewives.

Today, the ever-increasing diversity of the American population, the larger numbers of women in all professional areas, the widespread demographic changes (especially in generational and marital status dimensions), and the sheer amount of spending power that women can exert show that female viewers are turning to media that offer more control and real choices.  

On the opposite side of the spectrum, the subtle and non-subtle transmission of negative gender role stereotypes via television (among other media) stratifies women among men and one another, and perpetuates models of behavior that inhibit equitable social relationships with men.  Consider, for example, the problem of body image.  Since tastes and preferences have changed dramatically over time, the meaning of the “thin and fit” ideal has shifted from sexual attractiveness to health-consciousness.  Ironically, ideal body image is a social myth; it is not what we naturally prefer but what we learn is preferred by our society.  As history has repeatedly shown, social norms are shaped by dominant tastes and preferences, and television may create social norms that are unattainable in real life.  

It has been said that most of the research to date has concentrated on “what is there,” the manifest content of television (Condry, 1989).  Now and in the future, research will focus on the latent content – the message beneath the message – to examine the irrational, feeling part of the mind and its ultimate decision-making processes.

While this paper briefly examined the female self concept as portrayed on television, the influence of other electronic technologies – most notably, the Internet and cellphones – are quickly democratizing and neutralizing not only gender definitions but also other socioeconomic identifiers as well.  Since “audiences” continue to gravitate toward newer media that address their needs, images and gender roles may soon be confronted in more realistic and honest ways, and researchers will be expected to analyze and report their findings accordingly.
REFERENCES

Anonymous (1990).  Prime-Time Distortions.  U.S. News & World Report, November 26, p. 18.


Condry, J. (1989).  The Psychology of Television.  New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., pp. 271-272.

Faludi, S. (1991).  Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women.  New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., pp. 147-149.

Gergen, K.J. (1971).  The Concept of Self.  New York: Holt, Rinehard & Winston.


Gunter, B. (1986).  Television and Sex Role Stereotyping.  London: John Libbey & Company Ltd., pp. 75-81.


Gunter, B. & Wober, M. (1982).  Television viewing and perceptions of women on TV and in real life.  In Gunter, B. (1986), Television and Sex Role Stereotyping, Current Psychological Research, London: John Libbey & Company Ltd., pp. 46-51.


Heider, F.  The psychology of interpersonal relations.  New York: Wiley, 1958.  In Lewis, M. & Brooks-Gunn, J. (1979).  Social Cognition and the Acquisition of Self, New York: Plenum Press, p. 13.

Higgins, E.T. (1987).  Self-Discrepancy: A Theory Relating Self and Affect, Psychological Review, Iss. 94, Vol. 3, pp. 319-340.  

Kihlstrom, J.F. & Cantor, N. (1984).  Mental Representations of the Self, Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, Issue 17, pp. 1-47.

Lewis, M. (1979).  Social Cognition and the Acquisition of Self, New York: Plenum Press.  In Steffenhagen, R.A. & Burns, J.D. (1987), The Social Dynamics of Self-Esteem, New York: Praeger, p. 20.


Livingstone, S. (1990).  Making Sense of Television, Oxford: Pergamon Press, pp. 24-31; 104-110.

Marcus, J., Cross, S. & Worf, E. (1990).  The Role of the Self-System in Competence.  In Sternberg, R. & Killigian Jr., J. (Eds.), Competence Considered, New Haven: Yale University Press, p. 209.


Markus, H. & Nurius, P. (1986).  Possible Selves, American Psychologist, Iss. 41, Vol. 9, pp. 954-966.


McArthur, L. & Resko, B.G. (1975).  The Portrayal of Men and Women in American Television Commercials.  Journal of Social Psychology, Iss. 97, Vol. 2, pp. 209-220.


Morgan, D.L. (1988).  Focus Groups as Qualitative Research, Newbury Park, California: Sage.  In Livingstone, S. (1990), Making Sense of Television, Oxford: Pergamon Press, p. 107.


Schlenker, B.R. (1985).  Identity and Self-Identification.  In Schlenker, B.R. (Ed.), The Self and Social Life, New York: McGraw-Hill, pp. 114-156.


Steffenhagen, R.A. & Burns, J.D. (1987).  The Social Dynamics of Self-Esteem, New York: Praeger, pp. 28-40; 141-155.

Stemple, D. (1974).  Sexism in Advertising, American Journal of Psychoanalysis, Iss. 34, Vol. 3, pp. 271-273.


Tan, A.S. (1979).  TV Beauty Ads and Role Expectations of Adolescent Female Viewers, Journalism Quarterly, Vol. 56, pp. 283-288.  In Livingstone, S. (1990), Making Sense of Television, Oxford: Pergamon Press, p. 24.
7
October 18-19th, 2008

Florence, Italy


